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Recently “vilages-amidst-the-city” has been a hot academic
issue. URBANUS is giving attention to this issue as an active par-
ticipant in urban construction, rather than as a scholar. This
participation reflects the positioning. attitude and intent of our
practice.

The cause for the formation of “villages-amidst-the-city"” is sim-
ple. A huge amount of agricultural land has been taken over by
cities due to the rapid urbanization that has occurred since late
20th century in China, however, the law-protected villagers resi-
dential lots are intact. Hence the “villages-amidst-the-city” were
formed. Confined by horizontal size, these villages are sprawling
vertically and increasing in density at an even greater rate than
the expansion of the city. Because of this they are key providers
of cheap housing for immigrants and the poor.

Aesthetically, the "villages-amidst-the-city" are seen as scar of
the City. Politically, it is regarded as a sort of fime bomb. Except
from those artists who appreciate the "villages-amidst-the-city”
as a meaningful background for their dramas (e.g. Hong Kong
shanty housing shown in Fruit Chen's movie), these vilages have
become a seemingly unsolvable problem to those who take seri-
ous consideration of the issue.

URBANUS realizes that the “vilages-amidst-the-city” are an in-
evitable outcome during the process of urbanization in China.
It is a kind of basic housing type in the contemporary city. While
white-collar workers are starting to gain affluence and enjoy the
middle class life style, the other pole of the city is opening wide
to those low-income urban residents. We have to be aware of
the Chinese agricultural population, proportion and geographi-
cal distribution, as well as the liberation of farmers in the post-
industrial age. We also have to be aware that this is an impor-
tant time in urban development. The more peopie that live in a
comfortable middle class life style, the more low-income people
living in @ much poorer condition to support the above comfort.
Hence we need these villages for a balanced society. There are
various kinds of social benefits to schemes planning to replace
the villages, such as compensatory removal of villagers. How-
ever, these are not realistic solutions for most of the residents
relying on the village for affordable housing. In most cases, to
relocate the people is to essentially deprive their means of mak-

PREFACE

ing a life. These villages are not only places to live; they are also
a basic work place for the inhabitants. Residents can simply use
the same location to start small businesses. There are countless
opportunities. If this kind of close-knit social frame is unbound
into another urban form-unit blocks, then the above simple living
condition will vanish.

The outstanding social and architectural condition of the “vil-
lages-amidst-the-city" is their spatial vitality. Compared to those
“well-designed" cities which are driven by urbanization and glo-
balization, these villages represent an extraordinary vitality in their
physical and spatial configuration, as well as the enthusiasm of
human beings who spontaneously create their own homes. From
an architect’s point of view, the “villages-amidst-the-city” should
not be bulldozed.

URBANUS is a firm with concern for the state of social engage-
ment. lts goal is to design a humanistic urban environment
amidst the circumstance of today's rapid and careless urban-
ization. URBANUS' approach towards the “villages-amidst-the-
city” is realistic. On one hand, we admit that these villages are
a realistic solution for the housing problem of the low-income
public; hence we refuse to simply remove them. On the other
hand, we are trying to discover a new method, via introducing
positive public spaces and functions as well as redefining the
villages' own local characteristics, in order to upgrade the living
condition within these villages, as well as to maintain a cuiture
beneficial to the city.

These villages are in dangerous condition and may inevitably
face a destructive future; at that time, there will be people who
will mourn for the disappearance of the once vivid urban spaces
and dwelling in the villages as they did for the ex-slums in Hong
Kong. However, as a basic solution for housing the low-income
class, these villages might exist forever, and at that time, there
will be people bemoaning as they do about the slums in the
beautiful seashore city of Rio De Janeiro. In such an age dur-
ing which architects can be an active force in an effort to push
society ahead, these village designs will have their values not
only architecturally, but also socially and politically. We are pre-
senting to readers four case studies revealing a potential bright
future for the “villages-amidst-the-city " ’
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The City of Shenzhen's
Population Has Grown
400 Times In 25 Years
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Shenzhen -A Small Border Town
In 1979 Shenzhen was a remote border town in south china with a
population of only 30,000 people.

The City Population Expanded 400 Times In
Size
Shenzhen reached a population of 8 millions and an average GDP

of 30 billion U.S.$ in 2004, the population has grown 400 times and the
GDP has grown 1500 times in 25 years.

The Political And Geographical Advantages
The Shenzhen miracle is partly due to China's open door policy. It also
has benefited from a good location neighboring the well developed
free frading port city of Hong Kong.

The Effective City Planning

The constant updating of Shenzhen's master plan, which allows the
city to adapt to its high speed urban growth, has been a great con-
tributing and driving force to the city's overall development.

The Honor From UIA

As a model of fast developing urban planning and construction, Shen-
zhen's master planning earned an honorary mention of the sir patrick
abercrombie prize during the 1999 Beijing UIA world congress.
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Villager’s Self Built Resi-
dential Neighborhoods
Surrounded By The City
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The Village Surrounded By The City

The rapid growth of the city occupies a formerly rural area. Currently
the two central areas of luohu and futian district contain 20 native
villages.

The Villager's New Neighborhoods

During the urbanization process those original farmer groups reformed
into new corporations .in 1992 all vilagers became city residents, the
so-called ex-villagers. The old vilage lands were acquired by the city
for urban development, but a portion of the land they formerly owned
was returned to the ex-villagers for their own housing and commercial
use. Those returned lands formed the residential areas that are the
subject of this study. They are the new neighborhoods of the ex-villag-
ers, which are very different from the old villages, which are currently
the sites of high rise buildings.
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Problematic Neighborhoods

There is a big contrast in both form and urban structure between
the ex-villager's dwellings and the rest of the city. The ex-villag-
er's neighborhoods contain many problems because of uncon-
trolled development and ignorance by the city. Many of these
“villages amidst the city" have become troubled neighborhoods.
Here are some primary characteristics:
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Urban Issues

High building density, lack of city utilities, fire engine accessibility,
and insufficient public space and community service facilities.
The houses have very limited sunlight and ventilation. The out-
door spaces are fragmented and tiny; they lack a sense of order
and safety. It is also difficult to make full use of the street level
commercial space.

Social Issues

Due to the overall low living conditions in the "vilages amidst the
city”, these areas become a shelter for low income and hon-resi-
dent laborers. Also due to loose management, there are always
social problems such as crime, drugs, and prostitution in these
areaqs.

Political Issues

With all statistics contradicting the other areas of the city, these
“villages amidst the city” have become a sensitive political issue
for the city officials who want to make Shenzhen a high standard
world city.
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Building A Theoretical Model

Why are there still so many problems generated even after the plan-
ning and construction for a brand new neighborhood? We will explain
here with the following research model:

The Planning Standard

According to the regulation “planning standard and principles of
Shenzhen", a villager's lot for housing should not exceed 100 sgm. And
the total building area should not exceed 240 sgm.

Housing Type

The ex-villagers generally prefer to build single family houses with full
range of air and view (assuming a 10mx10m square). The lot should
be a square shaped one. The building code requires the spacing be-
tween two houses should be 8m in front and back, 3m in both sides.
Therefore, the maximum number of houses in a 100mx100m lot should
be 80 For a 4 story building, the FAR is 1.3.

“Square Grid" System Of Lot Dividing
This square housing type and spacing code have encouraged the sys-
tem of “square grid" lot diving.




